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A

lcohol and drug problems typically emerge in youth
and young adulthood, and rural youth often begin
to experience such problems earlier in life than their
urban counterparts.1 Youth is also a time of growing social
strains, such as those related to family conflict or peer bullying. Such strains can interfere with positive development and
growth, and can increase risk for later substance abuse.2 Rural
youth may be especially vulnerable to stress and strain due
to declining local economies.3 According to recent research,
youth in rural Coös County, New Hampshire, the subject of
this brief, appear to experience higher levels of social stress
than youth in more urban New Hampshire counties.4
Yet rural youth also possess important personal and social
resources that may offset some of the negative effects of
greater social stress. Compared with their urban counterparts,
for instance, rural residents tend to show higher levels of community connection and attachment.5 Similarly, Coös youth
appear to be very attached to their communities,6 and those
youth who are most involved in local group activities—like
community teams, clubs, and events—tend also to earn the
highest school grades, feel the greatest sense of school belonging, and are the most optimistic about their futures.7 These
youth also report the lowest levels of alcohol and drug use.8
The purpose of this brief is to explore how social stress
and community attachment are related to problem alcohol
and drug use for Coös girls and boys. The brief uses survey
data from the Coös Youth Study (CYS), which includes
self-reported information from 564 Coös youth who were in
seventh and eleventh grades in 2008, and who were surveyed
again one year later (in 2009) when they were in eighth and
twelfth grades. At this point there were two complete years
of data, so the research could use measures of social stress
and community attachment from the 2008 survey and measures of alcohol and drug use behaviors from the 2009 survey in an attempt to better understand how social stress and
community attachment may predict subsequent substance
use problems. We were particularly interested in seeing if
youth facing the most life strains would benefit from community attachment, and if these processes were similar for
girls and boys in Coös County.

Key Findings
•

Stressed-out youth more often report substance
use problems than youth with less stress.

•

Nearly one-fourth of the Coös youth surveyed (22
percent of boys and 23 percent of girls) reported at
least one alcohol or drug use-related problem.

•

Girls are more “stressed out” than boys, but they are
also more attached to their communities.

•

Coös youth who feel more connected to their
communities are less likely to report substance use
problems one year later.

•

A strong sense of community attachment appears
to protect some highly stressed Coös youth,
especially boys, from problem substance use.

Boys Will Be Boys?
Historically, boys have tended to use and abuse alcohol and
other drugs more than girls, but this trend appears to be
changing. Among the Coös youth we surveyed, girls and
boys reported using alcohol and drugs at similar levels.
With regard to alcohol use, about 47 percent of girls and 51
percent of boys reported drinking in the past six months.
Girls were slightly, though not statistically significantly, less
likely to report using drugs other than alcohol than were
boys (24 percent of girls as compared to 30 percent of boys).
Most importantly, alcohol and drug use-related problems
were similar for girls and boys; about 23 percent of girls and
22 percent of boys reported at least one of fifteen problems
related to substance use. The ten most common problems
are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1: The Ten Most Common Substance Use Problems for Coös Girls and Boys
In the past 6 months…

Girls

Boys

1. I was under the influence of alcohol or drugs when I could’ve gotten hurt physically (like while
swimming, climbing, using a knife, crossing against the traffic, driving, etc.).

9.8%

10.0%

2. I wanted to quit or cut down on my alcohol or drug use.

9.1

8.2

3. I used more alcohol or drugs than I meant to use.

8.4

8.6

4. My alcohol or drug use caused problems with my emotions or nerves.

7.7

4.6

5. My alcohol or drug use caused problems with my physical health.

5.9

4.3

6. I accidently hurt myself while using alcohol or drugs.

5.6

5.0

7. I was under the influence of alcohol or drugs at school or work.

5.2*

10.0

8. My alcohol or drug use caused problems with my family.

4.9

5.7

9. My alcohol or drug use caused problems with my friends.

4.9

4.6

10. I did not perform well on important tasks (like schoolwork, chores, sports, or work) because of
my alcohol or drug use.

4.2

6.0

23%

22%

Reported at least one alcohol or drug use-related problem

Note: Presented are percentages of girls and boys in 2009 who reported experiencing each problem substance use symptom in the six months prior to the 2009 survey, and
for whom data are available from the 2008 survey. The sample includes data from a total of 564 youth. Asterisks denote statistically significant differences between girls and
boys: * p < .05.

As Table 1 shows, the most common problem was using
alcohol or drugs in unsafe situations. About 10 percent
of girls and boys reported being “under the influence” in
situations where they could have hurt themselves, such as
while driving or swimming. Interestingly, boys were nearly
twice as likely as girls to report being under the influence
of alcohol or drugs at school or work. This difference does
not appear to derive from gender differences in work status,
as girls and boys were equally likely to be employed. Yet the
finding does suggest that the contexts of youth substance use
may be different for girls and boys. In fact, considering the
life contexts of both girls and boys is important for understanding health risk behaviors in youth more generally.

Girls Are More “Stressed Out”
Than Boys
One way to explore the unique life contexts of girls and
boys is by gauging their exposure to social stresses and
strains. In 2008, we asked youth whether a series of stressful life events had happened to them in the twelve months
prior to the survey. Twenty-six percent of girls and 16
percent of boys reported they had experienced six or more
events during the past year.

As Table 2 shows, girls and boys did not differ in their
experiences of the two most commonly reported stressful
life events: death of a close friend or family member and
the end of a romantic relationship. Girls, however, reported
higher levels of interpersonal strain and conflict. That is,
girls were more likely than boys to have endured the end of
a close friendship, verbal abuse from peers, and theft of their
property. Girls also experienced other types of family strain
and conflict more so than boys. That is, girls were significantly more likely to report that someone close to them
experienced alcohol or drug problems serious enough to
cause problems for their families, and they were more than
three times as likely as boys to have reported verbal abuse by
“grown-ups in your life.” On the other hand, boys more often
reported exposure to physical conflict.
Our finding that girls report more interpersonal and family stressors is consistent with other studies of gender and
stress.9 In general, girls are socialized to place more emphasis
on relationships with family and friends than are boys.10 As
a consequence, girls tend to encounter more relationship
strains. Yet, as we discuss below, social stress appears to
increase alcohol or drug problems for both girls and boys.
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Table 2: The Ten Most Common Social Stressors for Coös Girls and Boys
In the past 12 months…

Girls

Boys

1. Did a close friend or family member die?

43.8%

38.3%

2. Did you and your boyfriend/girlfriend “break up”?

43.5

42.2

3. Did a close friendship end?

42.1***

17.5

4. Did anyone steal something from you and never give it back?

32.2*

23.2

5. Did you get scared or feel really bad because kids were calling you names, saying mean things to
you, or saying that they didn’t want you around?

31.5***

12.1

6. Did someone close to you drink or use drugs so often that it caused problems for your family?

27.3**

17.5

7. Did anyone break or ruin any of your things on purpose?

27.3

20.7

8. Did anyone hit or attack you on purpose?

23.5*

32.2

9. Did you have a very bad accident or injury?

22.4

26.1

10. Did you get scared or feel really bad because grown-ups in your life called you names, said mean
things to you, or said they didn’t want you?

20.3***

6.4

Reported six or more stressful life events

26%**

16%

Note: Presented are percentages of girls and boys who reported experiencing each event in the twelve months prior to the 2008 survey, and for whom data are available from the 2009
survey. The sample includes data from a total of 564 youth. Asterisks denote statistically significant differences between girls and boys: * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001.

Social Stress Elevates Risk For
Problem Substance Use
Our analyses showed that exposure to social stress in 2008
elevated youth risk for alcohol or drug use problems one
year later (in 2009). For youth who reported fewer than six
stressful life events in the 2008 survey, about 21 percent of
girls and 19 percent of boys reported at least one substance
use problem in the 2009 survey (see Figure 1). Youth who
experienced six or more stressful events, however, were at a
statistically significantly greater risk: 29 percent of girls and
32 percent of boys with high stress levels in 2008 reported at
least one substance use problem in 2009.
From our findings it seems clear that social stress is associated with problem alcohol or drug use among Coös youth.
High levels of social stress are related to greater substance
use problems for both girls and boys. Even though girls
encounter more social stressors than boys, their substance
use problems do not exceed those of boys. This may be due
to their tendency to draw on support from friends and family
to cope with stress. For both girls and boys, the community may be an important source of support, and a sense of
attachment to that community may lessen risk for problem
alcohol or drug use.

Figure 1: Stress Increases Risk for Problem
Substance Use

Note: Presented are the percentages of girls and boys who reported at least one problem substance use symptom in the 2009 survey by their reported stress exposure in the
2008 survey. The sample includes data from a total of 564 girls and boys.
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Community Attachment Reduces
Risk For Problem Substance Use

“Stressed Out” Youth Benefit From
Community Attachment

Community attachment is commonly defined as an emotional connection and sense of belonging with regard to the
area in which one resides.11 Research consistently reveals
that community attachment is associated with numerous positive outcomes for youth.12 In the 2008 survey, we
measured community attachment by asking the Coös youth
whether they agreed or disagreed with the statement: “I care
about my community.” The vast majority of girls and boys
agreed with this statement, which suggests a high degree
of community attachment among Coös youth. Girls were
significantly more likely to agree than were boys (82 percent
versus 68 percent of boys). In addition, we found that our
community attachment measure predicted problems with
subsequent alcohol or drugs one year later (see Figure 2).

We also wondered whether high levels of community attachment might protect highly stressed youth from engaging in
problem alcohol or drug use behaviors. We were interested
in exploring whether “stressed out” girls and boys were
equally protected by community attachment. We found that,
among youth who reported six or more stressful life events
in the 2008 survey, community attachment reduced problem
use of alcohol or drugs in 2009. This effect was particularly
pronounced for boys. Figure 3 shows these results for highly
stressed girls and boys in Coös County.
Figure 3: For “Stressed Out” Girls and Boys,
Community Attachment Reduces Risk for
Problem Substance Use

Figure 2: Community Attachment Reduces Risk for
Problem Substance Use
Agree: I care
about my
community

Girls
Disagree: I care
about my
community

Boys

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

Problem Substance Use

Note: Presented are the percentages of girls and boys who reported at least one problem
substance use symptom in the 2009 survey by their reported community attachment in
the 2008 survey. The sample includes data from a total of 564 youth.

As Figure 2 illustrates, those with greater community
attachment had lower levels of problem substance use. Girls
and boys who agreed that they “care about my community”
reported alcohol or drug use problems less often than those
who did not report caring about their community. About 20
percent of girls and 17 percent of boys with high community
attachment in 2008 reported substance use problems one
year later (in 2009). In contrast, 36 percent of girls and 31
percent of boys with lower community attachment reported
at least one substance use problem a year later. Therefore,
it seems that building a sense of community attachment
among both girls and boys may reduce risky substance use
behaviors in rural areas like Coös County.

Note: Presented are the percentages of highly stressed girls and boys who reported at least
one problem substance use symptom in the 2009 survey by their reported community
attachment in the 2008 survey. Included here are data only from the 121 most “stressed
out” youth in the sample.

Among highly stressed girls who agreed that they care
about their community, 22 percent reported at least one
substance use problem one year later. In contrast, highly
stressed girls who did not report a strong sense of community were twice as likely to report problem substance use one
year later (44 percent). For boys, the stress-buffering effect of
community attachment was even more pronounced. About
15 percent of highly stressed boys with strong community
attachment reported problem substance use one year later.
This compares with nearly 58 percent of highly stressed boys
with low community attachment. Therefore, community attachment not only reduces risk for problem alcohol or drug
use for Coös youth generally, but it may be especially helpful
for youth, particularly boys, who are exposed to high levels
of stress and strain.
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Conclusion
Overall, we find that Coös girls and boys tend to experience similar levels of problem substance use. Although girls
report higher levels of social stress than boys do, both girls
and boys who are exposed to high levels of stress show an
increased risk for subsequent problem alcohol and drug
use. Policies and practices that emphasize coping and stress
management are therefore likely to be effective for combating problem substance use in rural areas like Coös County.
For instance, family-focused and school-based drug prevention and intervention programs, like Preparing for the
Drug Free Years (PDFY) and Life Skills Training (LST), hold
great promise for aiding rural youth, especially girls, in the
development of healthy drug-related coping skills, attitudes,
and knowledge.13
Consistent with prior research, we find that strong attachments to community reduce risk for problem substance use
in Coös boys and girls.14 We recommend, then, that drug
policies and practices in rural areas strive to promote a sense
of community. Studies have shown that community attachment can be fostered in youth programs that: provide youth
with leadership and responsibility; give youth opportunities
to participate in decision-making; and allow youth to contribute to an organization that shares their beliefs and values.
Youth involvement in community-based organizations or
extra-curricular activities that meet the above criteria also
allow for the growth of community cohesion, as does the
sense among youths that their opinions matter. In fact, the
most successful community-building programs involve not
only professionals and parents, but the entire community—
including its youth members.15
Our analyses also reveal that even the most “stressed
out” youth benefit from the protective effects of caring
about one’s community. That is, not only does perceived
attachment to one’s community diminish risk for substance
use problems generally, it can actually serve to buffer the
harmful effects of youths’ exposure to stressful life circumstances. This is noteworthy because it means that even
the most disadvantaged or “at risk” youth can share in the
favorable effects of community-focused drug programs like
those described above.
Interestingly, a sense of community attachment may be
particularly important for boys facing high levels of stress
and strain. While it is noteworthy that “stressed out” girls
who do not care about their communities are twice as likely
as “stressed out” girls who care about their communities to experience substance use problems, boys seem to
be even more protected by a sense of community attachment. That is, “stressed out” boys who report not caring
about their communities are nearly four times as likely to
report substance use problems as “stressed out” boys who
care about their communities. In light of these findings,

and the findings in prior research that family-focused and
school-based drug programs benefit girls more than boys,16
we recommend that future drug prevention strategies pay
special attention to fostering a stronger sense of community
attachment among “disconnected” boys in rural America.
In sum, girls and boys in rural areas like Coös County
may encounter high levels of social stress, yet often they
also possess vital personal and social resources—like community attachment—that can mitigate the damaging effects
of stress and strain. While we may be unable to control the
number or severity of stressors that girls and boys experience, we can work to build on the strengths of our communities to safeguard youth from the harmful effects of those
stressors and strains. Toward that effort, the Coös Youth
Study team is committed to further data collection that will
allow us to better understand how social stress, community
attachment, and substance use patterns develop and change
as youth transition to adulthood. This important work relies
on the generous participation of the study respondents, their
families, teachers, school officials, and the broader communities involved in this study. So far, our results suggest
that fostering and maintaining community connectedness
may be crucial for easing youth stress and reducing problem
substance use in Coös County. The most successful drug
programs are likely to be those aimed at building community cohesion, drawing on the existing strengths of communities, and tailoring programs “to the specific cultural milieu”
of the rural communities they serve.17
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The Carsey InstitutE COÖS YOuth Study
The Carsey Institute is conducting a panel study of Coös County youth that will provide data about the attitudes and experiences of the county’s youth as they approach young adulthood and face the decision to remain in their community, seek
opportunities elsewhere, or leave for an education and then return. By following the entire populations of two age groups
over a ten-year period, we will help North Country leaders gain a better understanding of young people’s decision making.
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Building knowledge for families and communities
The Carsey Institute conducts policy research on vulnerable
children, youth, and families and on sustainable community
development. We give policy makers and practitioners timely,
independent resources to effect change in their communities.
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